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MEMORANDUM FOR MR. BUNDY 


SUBJECT: Reflections on the Current Vietnam Exercise 

[Despite the Secretary^ assurance to the President on Novem- ; 

ber 19th that we would not permit heavy momentum to develop for I 

any single option, it is clear from the meetings I have attended that l ' 

the thrust toward Option C has become a heavy tide indeed. Further- ^ \ 

more, despite your comment at the same meeting with the Presidential 
that inadequate attention had been directed toward the ^ dg y il 1 s jJ 

aj exercise, I am unawar e of any fu r ther^pxogr-ess on this / 

matter.]] /. jj 

s' .v-f 

In short, the ExCom and its working group appn.^jiJtoJia^^l 
j elled their thinking on an escalato ry course o f action without ^ 

intensive analysis of the case f or Option A i n its. .various -possible 
fo rms g otiation, A without ne gotiation, ^^m^ng jowards n 

with draw al, etc. ; more on this later). A 

I In the course of this development, [l have been increasingly 

(concerned by certain aspects of the C Option:]] .Vr^ 




L This option has been undergoing a sea-change to such a degree 
that Jit islnowjln many respects synonymous with Option B. Of course, 
the major difference is the fast/hard opening to B as compared with 
the slower intensification of C; but the risks of each course must be 
calculated in terms of the higher stages of each course, and here the 
distinctions between the two seem to me virtually meaningless.J 

The planning for both C and its cousin B seems su rprisingly 
devoid of concern for the reaction of Commu nist China 
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3. (More fundamentally, I am struck by the basic phoniness of ^ . 

the escalatory options: I cannot avoid an impression — and if it 

strikes me, how much more it must hit our fellow citizens, friends, 
allies and neutrals -- that hi^h-levels-.of action jigainst the Northj ire^- Y"° 
an act of desper ation bea rin g little direct relationship to th e problems ' 
^Tlac e~ln~fSeSouth.~] (I say this despite the documentation we“propose 
tcf produce through new Jorden reports. ) 

4. [in this regard, our present Vietnam planning seems inordinately 

focused on how to punish the North, rather than on the intricate priority 
problem of how to improve our performance — — and that of the GVN — — in 
the South,] I do not believe that the two problems are in any sense 
identical. We are simply not beginning to do well what our paper plans 
say we are doing in the South. / 

| 5. [This leads to a further and deeply-rooted doubt,) which I find 
I shared by most of my friends who ar<jf” familiar with the post-war 
history of Vietnam: namely, a doubt^ that any degree of _punishment 
we desire to inflict on the DRV would induce the m to givo up their 1 /* ' ~) 

national revolutio nary purpose~and actions (we torget the unpleasant , ' 

fact that regardless of their ideology, jja noi and i ts sup porters consider r ') 
the mselves agents of an unfinished re^-glnQQP a-n'd are willing to pay as 7 

high a price as necessary in order to achieve their purposes. ) It is V ' s v 

my impression that Hanoi will be able to bear the consequences of our / 

northward push far longer than we will.] At best we might achieve a 
very brief suspension of VC activities; but there is a very real 
possibility that we would fall short even of this goal. 

6. [Let me cite two further elements of apparent unrealism in our 
Vietnam planning: (a) our unrealistic appraisal of Jhe.tole ranee -of-the 
Ami»ri ra n p eople-and-politicians for th e types of actioms_ envisag ed in 
C and-B ( our activities in Vietnam remain inexplicable to a large 
sector of the American public, and I doubt that strikes northward 
over an extended period of time will compel new public support or 
understanding); and (b) our il lusion of control durin g_ $hfi _ CP . mplex 
prnr pss of Op tion C despite all proper disclaimers, there is implicit 
in C a sense of U. S. control over the military and political consequences 
1 of our action that seems to me unfounded.] 


It is easy to p oke holes in concepts like B and C; it is infinitely 
le ss easy~to pos e a^ersuasive alternative (that 1'fe'ar is the primary 
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reason for C‘s current ascendancy in Washington, although some 
'good^orlong-le^el thinking EST gone into A through Robert Johnson s 
efforts). But I do owe you some thoughts about my own proposed 
alternative. 

Essentially, I would gamble on the short-term viability of the 
South in its present shape. I would concentrate anew on a two-fold 
process: a lowering of the visibility of our whole Vietnam problem 
(through fewer high-level pronouncements, high-level trips, military 
fanfare, etc. -- ideally through putting Vietnam on the back burner for 
a long simmer): and an intensification of the process we have neglected 

in our fascination with gimickery: the process of gradual pacification, 

bit by bit, in conjunction with economic and social development, perhaps 
beginning initially in a very small area where the GVN holds control. 
(This latter was a course of action open to Chiang Kai-shek at t e 
end of World War II on the China Mainland; instead, he chose to 
cling to the nation-wide control of cities that became mere islands 
in the Communist sea of the Chinese countryside. ) 


During this process, I would be prepared for at least two 
unpleasant possibilities: the replacement of the present GVN by a 
neutralist regime that politely invited us to leave the country; or 
the beg inni ng of negotiation between certain elements of the GVN and 
the National Front. In our present dilemma, I would regard neither 
of these developments as a long-term disaster; &f we are to lose out 
in Vietnam, fa r better to lose out because of actions taken bytEe 
Vietnamese — we~afe there, after'all, only to help those who are 
willing to help themselves.] But I would hope that we might still 
avert such an outcome through the plodding processes of gradual 
pacification. 

{This is not an attractive alternative, but it strikes me as far 
less potentially destructive to our regional and world-wide aims than 
the phony "cures" embodied in Options B and C.J 


f One fi nal and important note : What I fear most of all at this 

juncture would be our move onto a policy track in Vietnam that could 
cripple the new Administration and tarnish its bright promise before 
we ever began to move on our agenda of more vital business m the 
larger world beyond Vietnam.] 
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Jamfifl/ C. Thomson, Jr. 
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